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!ERIC' CLEARINGHOUSE ON LANGUAGES AND LINGUISTICS

Dic ESL Teacher CertificatiOn

Prepared by Carol J. Kre Idler

What Is ESL?

ESL is the commonly used abbreviation kir_ the relatively
new profession_ of teaching English ts a Second Liinguage, or
teaching English to people whose native orlirst langurge is not
Eng Bah._ Just as teaching mathematics or French_ requires
!special knoWledge Ind skills, BO teaching ESL requires a
background and skills that are unique.

Who Needs an ESL Teacher?

Estimates based on the 1980 Census indicate that in 1980=
81 at least three-and-a-halfmillion school-s-ge children in the
United States lacked_ the English language skills they needed
to Succeed in ischOcil without special English classes. They
lacked theie skills beciniie Engliah is riot their native lan-
guage. Sue:F children generally fill into two grotrins: (a)
limited-English;proficient (LEP) itiidenti, thoise Who
speak, understand; and perhaps even read and write English,
but not well enough to keep upacademically with their native
English-speaking peers; and (b) non-English-speaking (NES)
students, or thase Wha do not ape- ak or understand English and
who ofti-:n hiVe no literaCV 'Skills in their native language (a
factor that complicates attempts to teach them English).

Who Teaches These Children Now?

A national survey (O'Malley; 1983) estimates that half of all
public school teachers in the United States in 1980 either had
LEP studenta in their Classes or had taught such children
previously. HOWeiet, OnlY 1 telieher in 17 had taken a course
or courses in techniques for teaching ESL Of those actually
teaching ESL classes, 2 of 5 had minimal preparatit n, and 3 of
5 had no preparation.

Why Consider CertOcation?

Being a fluent sPeaker of English or even a_tescher of
English doei not ensure that a teacher is academically pre-
pared or qualified to teach the language to nonnative speakers.
Just as teachers of Spanish as a second or foreign lingnage

August 1986
must learn how to mcfch Spanish to nonspeakers as well ns
know how to We it themselves, so ESL teachess must learn to
teach English to nonnative speakers:

There are many differences:between teaching English to
thoae WhO already apeak it well and teaching it to nonnative
speakert. To b-egiii with, the Objective of teachers of language
wits or English is-t0 help native speakers increase and refine
their knowledgeof their language and their skals in using it. l
contrast, the objective of_ teachers of ESL is to give their
inidenta a baskovoaing commanJ of the English language.
What does_ this objective entail?

By the dine they enter school, native speakers of English
have learned how to pronounce English words and how to put
them together inttentences with native-like pronunciation
and structure. In addition, nativespeakers know certain rules
of ComMunication such as how to make suggestions and how to
apOlOgiii. SUCh rules vary from culture to culture. These rules
and Other Mipectsof using English and of American culture in
general fOrrn the baiii for ESL instruction. Methods that are
appropriate ftir teaching Engliish to those who speak it as &first
or native_ language are differem frOm methods for teaching
English to speakers of other_languages._ Those iho teach LEP
ar NES students need special preparation;

In atatia Wheie there is no certification for ESL, trained ESL
teacher* May be denied jcibi On the grounds that they da not
Noe certification ihi a subject recogniied by their state as
certifiable; Where this is the case, the education of ESL
students is in jeopardy, since teachers assigned to ESL_class-
rooms often donot have _the_ necessary special training. :The
need far such special preparation would suggest the need fot
nein step as well-7--certification or licensure._ Certification
ttintititti the state's recognition that ESL requires special
skills mid knowledge. It legitimizes and institutionalizes the
field just as licens.sre has done for such Belch as special
education;

What Constitutes Proper Preparation for
Teaching ESL?

In 1975, Teriehers of English to Speakers of Other Lan-
guages (TEK1L), an international organization, adopted the
Culdeliamfar the Certgkation and Preparation of Teachers of
English toSpet&ers eathet taAgkages in the United States .1n
addition _to defining the role and specifying pr ofessional com-
petencies and personal qualities of the ESL teacher in Amer=
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kat schools, the guidelines bit the features of an appropnate
education program for teach-era of ESL Briefiy; the major
program components suggested are: (a) acackrnic specializa-
tion, which incl ides coursestovering langiiage; the grammati
cal, phonological, and semanticsystema of English; the priic=
tail of language learning (both first and second langunges); and
langualle in culture; (b) pedagirgy, which includes course*
covering methodology, _sectind ling** assessment; and
practical experience; and(c) the learning alone-Air lang_wage,
including its linguistic structure and cultural ii*Itern. _These
guidelines have been used by some colleges and tinivereities to
shape ther professional preparation programs and by tome
states to develop their requirements for certificates or endorse=
ments,

Wkat Do States Require for CertTication?

At least 26 states and ihe Diittict Of Ceihirribiii hsve estab-
lished certification or endersement of ESL ieSchera. A iiiiVey
Of State certification requirements(Kreidler, 1983), infor=
mally updated recently, indicates that _course work totaling
24 or more credit hour is required by 15 states for their ESL
certificate_or endorsement. InfOrinatiOniiii credit hours was
not available for 14 states, and data& Of Curriculum re-
quirements were not available for 13 itatei, usually beeause
they simply list completion of "-approved, prOgrains" aS the
requirement for certification. Of the 15statos for which there
is information, all require FSL methodology courses, while
10 specifically cite practical=experience, usually in the form
of student teaching in ESL. In the area of academic special-
iution,_ ID:gates require courses in linguiatics awl/or Eng-
lish linguisticswhile 9 require courses in Cultiire and society.
Six states require_the learning of another larigiiage (since
firsthand knowledge of the process of learning a tecond lan-
guage in the classroom is considered beneficial);

States that have certification or endorsement in _ESL are:
Alaska. California (Language Development Specialist with

OEM
Garai Etkaosel

INstrh isposast
USIWInottel Masan

emphasis in: ESL); Colorado; Delaware; _Florida, Hsi: iii,
Idaho, Illinois, Indiana (not required); Kanssa-, _Kentucky,
bmisiana, Massachusetts, Minneixita, New Hampshire; New
Jersey, fit w :Mexico, New York,_ Nerth Carolina, Rhode
Island; Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Verniont, Virginia, Wis-
consin, and the District of Columbia; Information On Specific
reqUirements for cerZification for each state can be obtained
from the state department of education.
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